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Hello Mr. Navecky:

Matt Hubner of my team forwarded your email to me. I was made aware of the Savage Tooele rail
spur primarily through a Salt Lake Tribune Article (attached). That article included a link to the
September application by Savage. Although rail spurs of this scale rarely raise significant concerns for
EPA, there are several issues I would like for you to be aware of that may be important to your
consideration of whether the proposed NEPA Categorical Exclusion would apply, or whether this
project may warrant an EA or EIS.
 
1. Although the application states that the project would not impact any Clean Air Act non-

attainment areas (NAA), the project does appear to be wholly within a current PM 2.5 NAA. If I
read the STB’s categorical exclusion thresholds correctly, any project with more than 3 trains per
day in a NAA would require at least an EA. Please understand I am not an expert on your policy,
and I understand I could be misreading it.

 
2. The project also appears to pass through a significant wetlands complex on the south shore of

Great Salt Lake (GSL) (see map attached below). The wetlands associated with Great Salt Lake
account for nearly 80% of the wetland acreage in Utah. The GSL is designated as a Hemispheric Site
of Importance by the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network, a designation that is
shared by only seven such sites in the lower 48 states. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service describes
the GSL ecosystem as a critically important and irreplaceable resource due to its location, size, and
ecological features. In particular, the open waters, shorelines, and adjacent mix of wetlands and
uplands provide a critical migratory bird staging area in an otherwise arid region.  The
maintenance of the GSL ecosystem, and its component areas and functions, is essential to the
continued productivity and biodiversity of migratory birds and other wildlife species dependent
upon the GSL ecosystem. Many wetlands along the GSL have already been extensively altered or
lost due to development pressures. The wetlands associated with GSL are perhaps the most
ecologically important wetlands in our Region. I don’t know whether there are T&E species that
utilize these wetlands during migration. We also have not spoken to the Corps about this project
yet to determine whether it may require an individual Section 404 permit or whether this is within
the GSL 100yr floodplain. The map provided by the Utah Geospatial Resource Center appears to
show the northern part of the line could be within the GSL floodplain
(https://opendata.gis.utah.gov/datasets/d8e7d2483a364d58a6d7eac4a250449e_0/explore?
location=41.103351%2C-112.742353%2C-1.00).

 
Here’s a GSL wetlands map – I drew in the approximate location of the Tooele Rail (purple line):
Source: https://deq.utah.gov/wp-content/uploads/DWQ-2018-015970-full-scaled.jpg
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Company’s plan for 12-mile rail bisecting
wetlands worries Great Salt Lake advocates
The project could bisect “endangered” wetlands, connecting with
an industrial park that has ties to Sen. Mitt Romney’s son.


(Rick Egan | The Salt Lake Tribune) The Romney Group, a private real estate investment company, is pushing for the
creation of a 12,000-acre satellite port in Tooele County, which includes Erda. Tuesday, Jan. 28, 2020.
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As the inland port in Salt Lake City works to build out its rail lines and capacity to


transfer goods between trains and trucks, a proposed satellite port in the next county


over appears to be quietly putting rail plans of its own into motion.


On Sept. 2, a company named Savage Tooele Railroad filed notice with the U.S. Surface


Transportation Board, or STB, of its intent to build a 12-mile rail spur off a Union


Pacific line that runs parallel to Interstate 80 in Tooele County.


The spur would cut south, connecting to the Lakeview Business Park, a still-


undeveloped warehouse project covering hundreds of acres. The project is a holding of


the Romney Group, founded by U.S. Sen. Mitt Romney’s son Josh Romney, and part of


a potential 12,000-acre satellite port supported by Tooele County officials.


The plans raised concerns from port opponents and Great Salt Lake advocates, as the


spur runs through important wetlands surrounding the lake that are increasingly


getting gobbled up by development.


“Air quality, natural resources, habitats, wetlands, uplands, community, quality of life —


why bother when there’s land to develop, to bring more noise, more traffic?”


sarcastically asked Lynn de Freitas with FRIENDS of Great Salt Lake. “Where’s the


pause button when you need it?”


Questioning the impact on air quality


The rail spur project would repair about seven miles of existing but deteriorated Union


Pacific track and add five new miles within the Lakeview Business Park over time.


Savage expects to begin construction in the first quarter of 2022, a spokesperson said.



https://www.scribd.com/document/540999261/Savage-Rail-Tooele-STB-filing

https://www.lakeviewbusinesspark.com/
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(Christopher Cherrington | The Salt Lake Tribune)


Utah Inland Port Authority director Jack Hedge said neither Tooele County nor the


Romney Group had yet petitioned to become a satellite port, but that an existing rail


spur would make it an attractive prospect.


“That certainly would create a good business case for something,” Hedge said. “That’s


one of the things we’re looking for, the business case.”


The proposed inland port in Tooele County has largely been shaped out of public view,


but emails obtained by The Salt Lake Tribune last year show it could encompass 12,000


acres, much of which is now agricultural and grazing land and includes a large complex


of wetlands immediately south of the lake.


But in Savage Tooele Railroad’s filing, it said an environmental assessment of its
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proposed spur was not warranted because it wouldn’t see more than an eight-train


increase in traffic a day.


That claim doesn’t hold water for Deeda Seed with the Stop the Polluting Port Coalition,


as construction activities that disturb wetlands typically require review and permitting


from the federal government.


“That’s a huge red flag,” Seed said. “It really seems like they’re trying to skirt any


scrutiny of this development, and were hoping to slide it through and make it a fait


accompli.”



https://www.epa.gov/cwa-404/permit-program-under-cwa-section-404
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(Francisco Kjolseth | The Salt Lake Tribune) Shipping containers are moved by rail in and out of the Union Pacific
intermodal terminal at a steady pace, west of Salt Lake City on Nov. 10, 2021. Tooele was one of several Utah counties
that expressed support early on for the so-called 'hub-and-spoke’ model, in which Salt Lake City would serve as an inland
port hub, while other interested communities would represent the satellite port spokes.


The filing further states the spur would not impact a Clean Air Act nonattainment area,


which is a region where air pollution levels exceed national air quality standards. But


the proposed rail line clearly lies in a portion of Tooele County that’s considered a


nonattainment area for ozone and particulate pollution.


“We’ve realized we made an error in our STB filing with respect to being in a


nonattainment area and are filing a correction,” Jeff Hymas, a spokesperson for Savage


Companies, Tooele Savage’s parent company, wrote in an email to The Tribune. “We do


not believe this will have any substantive impact on our filing.”


Days after The Tribune’s inquiry, Savage filed a correction to its STB filing, noting it


“mistakenly investigated the character of its proposed operation area” and it did, in fact,


lie in a nonattainment area. But, the company added, it would only operate three


additional trains a day or less, instead of eight, meeting federal requirements for


nonattainment zones.


Still, Seed predicted an increase in train-delivered cargo will bring more semitruck


traffic, more emissions, and further worsen the area’s pollution problems.


“There’s absolutely no way that the kind of warehouse development being intended in


this area can happen without huge negative air quality consequence that throw us


further out of attainment,” Seed said.



https://deq.utah.gov/air-quality/area-designations-pm2-5-state-implementation-plan-development
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Another red flag for Seed is Savage’s deep ties to the coal and petroleum industries.


“In Price, they have a terminal that ships out coal and oil and gas,” Seed said. “It’s


always a concern when the entity is in that business. I couldn’t say, exactly, how that


would figure into this, because we have so little information about what’s intended.”


Hymas said Savage will transport a “variety of bulk materials” on its planned spur, but


the company doesn’t know what the exact cargo will be given that there are no rail-


served businesses at the park so far.


Romney makes case for environmental gains


Reached by phone, Josh Romney said the rail proposal was Savage Companies’ project,


and that his Lakeview Business Park will be successful with or without it, and with or


without becoming part of a satellite inland port.


“We are not an inland port, we are not a satellite port,” Romney said. “There’s a


proposal out there to become one, but we’re not sure we’ll come to terms on that.”


And contrary to naysayer’s claims, Romney said his development could have


environmental benefits, particularly for the airshed.


“One reason is it keeps traffic off Interstate 15” in the congested Salt Lake Valley,


Romney said. “[Trucks] would take back roads behind the Oquirrh Mountains and then


connect to I-15.”



https://etvnews.com/savage-partners-with-robinson-transport-to-truck-utah-coal-for-wolverine-fuels/

https://www.savageservices.com/news/savage-crude-transportation-services/

https://archive.sltrib.com/article.php?id=58455493&itype=CMSID





12/29/21, 12:41 PM Company’s plan for 12-mile rail bisecting wetlands worries Great Salt Lake advocates


https://www.sltrib.com/news/environment/2021/11/23/rail-spur-is-works-tooele/ 7/14


(Rick Egan | The Salt Lake Tribune) The Romney Group, a private real estate investment company, is pushing for the
creation of a 12,000-acre satellite port in Tooele County, which includes Erda. Tuesday, Jan. 28, 2020.





More train access, too, could help lower emissions in the region, he said, as “trucks are


much more polluting.”


And a warehouse hub won’t necessarily generate new truck traffic and cargo hauling to


the Tooele Valley, Romney said.


“The demand is created by the people on the Wasatch Front who are shopping online


and buying things,” he said. “The goods are coming here right now as it is. The question


is, can we get them here more efficiently and in an environmentally friendly way?”


The wetlands complex
A spokesperson for the STB, Michael Booth, said he couldn’t speculate on when the


federal agency might make a decision about Savage Tooele Rail’s spur.


“If there’s public opposition, if there are wetlands involved, there could be several


decisions along the way,” Booth said.


Hymas said Savage is “currently performing a wetlands study on the rail line,” but did


not provide further detail.


W l d i l i l f i d h l i h fl d fil i
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Wetlands serve important ecological functions and help with water flow and filtration.


About 80% of Utah’s wetlands surround Great Salt Lake and provide vital feeding and


nesting habitat for millions of migrating birds. But about one-third of Utah’s wetlands


have been lost to development, according to the Utah Geological Survey.


In the 2000s, Tooele County began an effort to evaluate its wetlands near the Great Salt


Lake through a surface area management plan, or SAMP. The plan was apparently


never finalized. Public records requests and inquires sent to the county were


unsuccessful, and state or county officials and staff involved with the SAMP appear to


have long since retired or otherwise departed.


But a map obtained from the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources that was part of a


draft SAMP report shows Savage’s proposed railroad spur would bisect an area of “high”


wetland function. And a study by the Utah Geological Survey conducted concurrently


with the SAMP deemed Tooele Valley’s wetlands “endangered” and recommended


restrictions on development.


“We kept being assured the environmental impacts will be mitigated” as Tooele County


expanded, said de Freitas, who said she was involved in the SAMP. “But there’s no way


there’s evidence that supports that.”


Spencer Martin, an ecologist who worked for Tooele County as a consultant during the


SAMP process, said the study wasn’t finalized at least in part due to a “lack of political


will” and lack of funding.


After reviewing a map of the proposed rail spur, Martin said the fact that the track


follows an abandoned Union Pacific line would likely minimize its environmental


damage. But aerial imagery shows springs pass through the old railway right-of-way.


“I don’t know if that’s because it’s broken or there are culverts,” Martin said. “It’s hard



https://www.scribd.com/document/540995017/Map5

https://geology.utah.gov/map-pub/survey-notes/tooele-valley-wetlands/
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to say what the impacts would be.”


But beyond the rail spur, emails previously reviewed by The Tribune show the proposed


Tooele satellite port’s location include a vast swath of wetlands previously identified in


the SAMP.


“Based on what I know, if they were to build something north of [Utah State Route 138]


they’d have to bring in a lot of fill and there’d be extensive wetland impacts,” Martin


said. But, “at this point, with the mapping we did 20 years old, I just don’t know what


the extent of wetlands are anymore.”


Between the state’s prolonged drought — the Great Salt Lake hit a record-low elevation


over the summer — and groundwater withdrawals, much of the wetlands may have


already dried up, Martin said.


In the end, there may be no real development plans for the wetlands area at all, apart


from the rail connection. Exchanges between the Tooele County commissioners and the


Romney Group implied some parcels were included in the satellite port footprint to


“drive up the acreage” and create protected zones to “give the environmental groups a


win.”


De Freitas with FRIENDS of Great Salt Lake said she’s frustrated with the vagaries and


lack of transparency shrouding many of the proposed inland projects to date, including


those in the Tooele Valley.


“It’s like this runaway train that’s just going, and doing, and claiming, without any



https://www.sltrib.com/news/2021/07/24/great-salt-lake-depleted/
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accountability that comes,” de Freitas said. “Unless you happen to be behind closed


doors in an inland port board meeting.”
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If you would like to discuss these concerns, or correct me where I have misunderstood something, I
would be happy to have a call with you. I hope this information is useful in STB’s considerations for
this project. Thank you for your attention,
 
Phil Strobel
 
Philip S. Strobel
Chief, NEPA Branch
US EPA - Region 8 (ORA-N)
1595 Wynkoop St., Denver, CO 80202
303-312-6704
 
----------------
From: Navecky, David <David.Navecky@stb.gov> 
Sent: Monday, January 3, 2022 12:32 PM
To: Hubner, Matt <Hubner.Matt@epa.gov>
Subject: FW: Tooele County, UT Satellite Port
 
Hello, Matt –
 
An environmental review in this matter has not been initiated by the Surface Transportation
Board’s (Board) Office of Environmental Analysis at this time.
 
Savage Tooele Railroad Company (Applicant) initially filed for various approvals from the
Board on September  2, 2021 in Docket Nos. FD 36524 and FD 36525.  On September 30,
2021, the Board placed these proceedings in abeyance and requested supplemental clarifying
information for the Applicant by October 20, 2021.  The Applicant filed its response on
October 19, 2021 and a correction on November 12, 2021.
 

mailto:David.Navecky@stb.gov
mailto:Hubner.Matt@epa.gov


The Board is reviewing these materials and has not yet issued a decision on its jurisdictional
role in these proceedings, the outcome of which will guide what environmental review might
be required.  I do not know when this decision will be issued.
 
Please let me know if you have any additional questions.
 
Thanks,
 
Dave
 
Dave Navecky
Acting Deputy Director
Office of Environmental Analysis
Surface Transportation Board
395 E Street SW
Washington, DC 20423
202-245-0294
david.navecky@stb.gov
https://www.stb.gov
 
 
 
Philip S. Strobel
Chief, NEPA Branch
US EPA - Region 8 (ORA-N)
1595 Wynkoop St., Denver, CO 80202
303-312-6704
 
“The river knows everything; one can learn everything from it.” — (Herman Hesse, Siddhartha)
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